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Social innovation and co-creation have been discussed in academic literature for the
last twenty years. However, the interrelatedness and application of these concepts in
European Union policy deserves more attention. In our study, we focus on this
relationship and application, by analysing the value of co-creation for social
innovation. By analysing a large EU dataset, we showed that social innovation and
co-creation were used more and more widely and that their use took off after 2010
and 2015 respectively. By applying a contextual analysis, we also revealed that both
concepts became connected in EU policy on research and innovation. Our analysis
also shows that co-creation became an indicator for successful social innovation in
the Horizon Europe Framework programme. These results show the importance of
co-creation in policies, but because the concept has not been defined properly, this
carries the risk of simplifying co-creation into a box-ticking exercise.

Keywords: social innovation; co-creation; societal impact; European Union; EU
policy

1. Introduction

Recently, there has been a growing interest in social innovation and co-creation in acade-
mia. A bibliometric analysis of academic publications showed that social innovation and
co-creation have emerged in different scientific fields more or less simultaneously since
the early 2000s (Ayob, Teasdale, and Fagan 2016; Greenhalgh et al. 2016). Besides aca-
demic interest, the use of social innovation and co-creation also proliferated in European
Union (EU) policies after 2010. Although some researchers have discussed the relation
between social innovation and co-creation (Greenhalgh et al. 2016), this relation deserves
more attention.

Prior research has also been valuable for our understanding of social innovation and
co-creation as a process, however the performative power of these concepts in a policy
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landscape deserves more scholarly attention. Especially, because recent research on social
problems is also suggesting that the socio-political context is influencing the formulation
of these problems (Lawrence, Dover, and Gallagher 2014). This paper will break new
ground by analysing the relationship between the concepts, their application and interre-
latedness in EU policy and aims to provide more insight the value of co-creation for social
innovation. The central research question in this paper will therefore be formulated as:
“How is the potential of co-creation and social innovation presented and perceived in
EU policy?”

In order to do so, more than 600,000 online available policy-related documents,
received and produced by the European Parliament between 1995 and 2018, were used
for data collection. The analysis is informed by different concepts from policy studies,
such as policy cycle, political usability and policy paradigms. By applying these concepts
to a large number of policy-related documents selected from this database, it became poss-
ible to address the underlying sub-questions:

(1) How did social innovation and co-creation develop over time in EU policy-related
documents?

(2) How are co-creation and social innovation interlinked in EU policy?
(3) What are the underlying assumptions in EU policy-related documents on the

relations between the concepts?

We will show how the interlinked use and implementation of these concepts not only
informed the academic debate, but also increasingly informs EU policy. Our research
shows the added value of the joint implementation of these concepts and illustrates
how academic concepts diffuse into policies.

The paper starts with a brief theoretical overview of the use and definitions of our main
concepts in the academic literature. Subsequently, this paper will describe the mixed
methods used for the data collection. After addressing the sub research questions in the
results section, the paper will end with a discussion before answering the main question
in the conclusion.

With this paper we aim to contribute on a theoretical and methodological level to the
field of social innovation and the field of co-creation research. Mainly, because the quan-
titative approach enables the analysis of both concepts and their application in EU policy
over time. This analysis showed the relationship between social innovation and co-cre-
ation in different contexts. This approach contributes to a more fine-grained understanding
of social innovation and co-creation and their relationship within policies. Therefore, the
results of this research are important for scholars who work on the intersections between
co-creation, social innovation and EU policy.

Our findings will also be relevant for policymakers, because the constellation of con-
cepts used together, could evolve in a policy paradigm which could potentially become
self-explaining and self-evident as a goal in itself.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Conceptualising social innovation and co-creation

The first use of the concept of social innovation, although not explicitly mentioned, can be
traced back to the end of the nineteenth century in the work of Gabriel Tarde. He focused
more on bottom-up social change and a sociology of innovation, in contrast to Emile
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Durkheim and Joseph Schumpeter (Howaldt, Kopp, and Schwarz 2016; Tarde 2012).
However, throughout the twentieth century, social innovation was only used sparsely
by scholars. There were also no clear patterns in the development of the concept before
1999 (Ayob, Teasdale, and Fagan 2016). Recently, bibliometric analysis combined with
network analysis has shown that the use of social innovation steeply inclined after
2002 and is grounded in four distinct intellectual subfields that have been categorised
after their main content (van der Have and Rubalcaba 2016). These subfields can be
labelled as (1) community psychology; (2) creativity research; (3) social and societal chal-
lenges and (4) local development. According to the researchers referred to above, the third
and fourth subfields have proven to be most influential and have contributed most to a
more general understanding of social innovation. Within the fourth subfield is the work
of Frank Moulaert influential. He analysed the concept of social innovation in numerous
works and defined social innovation as a multidimensional concept that is aimed to satisfy
human needs, change social relations and empower people (Moulaert et al. 2005). Bock
added to the debate, arguing that most definitions of social innovation share commonal-
ities such as (a) social mechanisms of innovations, (b) social responsibility of innovations
and (c) the innovation of society (Bock 2012). In their recent work, Moulaert and MacCal-
lum focused on a more detailed historical development of the concept of social innovation.
Tracing back the concept to the eighteenth century, they showed that the concept has been
used and valued differently in different contexts and that in the second half of the twen-
tieth century two separate research streams emerged. These two streams interpretate social
innovation quite differently. The more Anglo-American stream focuses on entrepreneur-
ship and the Euro-Canadian stream focuses more on the social economy. They also argued
that the more entrepreneurial stream had an influence on for example EU policy and that
this stream also became acquainted with austerity (Moulaert and MacCallum 2019). Work
on the very nature of social problems is also showing the interconnectedness between
these problems and the socio-political context (Lawrence, Dover, and Gallagher 2014).
Recently, there has also been a growing interest in the transformative power of social inno-
vation (Avelino et al. 2017).

In the last couple of years, we witness a shift towards social innovation as a process of
innovation in the context of societal or social problems. An example can be found in the
outputs and results of the EU-funded SI-Drive project. This project aimed to determine the
nature, characteristics and impacts of social innovation, by mapping and analysing more
than 1000 social innovation projects worldwide. The scholars in this project focused on
the success and failure of social innovation projects and the implementation of these
results in policy. Based on this comprehensive research, the SI-Drive project defined
social innovation as:

[…] the invention, development and implementation of new ideas with the purpose to
(immediately) relieve and (eventually) solve social problems, which are in the long run
directed at the social inclusion of individuals, groups or communities (Oeij et al. 2018).
This definition has also been mentioned by Moulaert and MacCallum as a definition
that bridges between separate research streams and is focused on fundamental transform-
ations of society instead of “band-aid” solutions for specific social problems (Moulaert
and MacCallum 2019). The researchers from the SI-DRIVE project conclude that in all
social innovation projects some form of co-creation plays a role and co-creation is a
generic feature of social innovation (Oeij et al. 2018). The SI-Drive project thus explicitly
links social innovation with co-creation.

The concept of co-creation was already introduced in the academic literature by Pra-
halad and Ramaswamy in 2000 (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2000). After a few
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modifications, the authors ultimately defined co-creation as […] the process by which pro-
ducts, services, and experiences are developed jointly by companies and their stake-
holders (Ramaswamy 2009). Within this context, co-creation has shown to be not only
important in product innovation, but it has also improved customer satisfaction and has
created new appreciations of value as well (Alves, Fernandes, and Raposo 2016). The
concept has been interpreted differently in specific contexts and disciplines, such as
business studies (“value co-creation”), design science (“experience-based co-design”),
computer science (“technology co-design”), community development (“participatory
research”) (Greenhalgh et al. 2016) and spatial planning (“collaboration”) (Soares da
Silva and Horlings 2019). Co-creation has been used interchangeably in these disciplines
with the term co-production.

The concept of co-production was already referred to by Whitaker (Whitaker 1980),
and was further developed by Ostrom, who defined co-production as “[…] the process
through which inputs used to produce a good or service are contributed by individuals
who are not in the same organisation” (Ostrom 1996). Other scholars have elaborated
on co-production since then (Albrechts 2013; Nesti 2018; Verschuere, Brandsen, and
Pestoff 2012), arguing for its importance in the management of social change (Baker
and Mehmood 2015), while geographers and spatial planners often refer to co-production
as the collaboration between initiatives/cooperatives and governments shaping places
(Meijer 2018).

The use of co-creation in the public sector became more frequent after 2010 (Voor-
berg, Bekkers, and Tummers 2015). However, the lack of a commonly accepted definition
of co-creation within the public sector apparently blurs the objectives and outcomes of a
co-creation process (Voorberg 2017). Some scholars suggest that the more people engage
in the whole process of formulating challenges and overcoming them, the better their
needs are being met ultimately (Martin 2010). In the light of our research, we also
briefly like to introduce academic discussions on the concept of open innovation. The
original idea was developed by Henry Chesbrough (Chesbrough 2003). Open Innovation
describes a business model that utilises internal and external ideas to create value.
Research and Development is treated as an open system and valuable ideas could also
go the market from outside or inside the company (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke, and
West 2006). A decade later, this concept was also used to analyse innovation in govern-
ments (Chesbrough and di Minin 2014) and was finally embraced by the European Union
in their concept of Open Innovation 2.0 (‘Open Innovation 2.0’ 2013). In this definition,
the EU focuses on innovation via co-creation with stakeholders in a so called quadruple
helix setting, which has been derived from the work of Carayannis and Campbell (Car-
ayannis and Campbell 2009).

Recently, co-creation has been redefined in the SISCODE project. This EU funded
project intends to stimulate the use of co-creation in policy and analysed more than 100
different co-creation projects. Based on the findings of this analysis, they defined co-cre-
ation as

[…] a non-linear process that involves multiple actors and stakeholders in the ideation,
implementation and assessment of products, services, policies and systems with the aim of
improving their efficiency and effectiveness, and the satisfaction of those who take part in
the process. (‘SISCODE’ 2019)

This definition distinguishes between internal actors and external stakeholders. Sub-
sequently it points to different stages of development and distinguishes between products,
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services, policies and systems,. Most importantly however, they also introduced satisfac-
tion as a criterion for successful co-creation.

2.2. Understanding policies

To understand the added value of co-creation for social innovation in EU policy, we will
focus on the use, relations and meaning of concepts in policy-related documents over time.
To understand these developments, we will first analyse the concept of public policy. One
highly influential model of portraying public policy is the so-called policy cycle (Figure
1). This cyclic model captures the different stages of public policy.

During the agenda setting phase policymakers formulate challenges that need to be
addressed, for example in a so-called green paper. Subsequently, public administrations
examine various policy options in the policy formulation phase. This is followed by a
phase of decision making in which the outline of a policy is being formulated. Sub-
sequently an implementation phase takes place and via a policy evaluation phase the
cycle comes back to the agenda setting phase. This model shows that in order to under-
stand policies, it is essential to analyse how these policies were developed and which
specific problems they sought to resolve in the first place. Therefore, we use this model
to distinguish between types of documents within the policy cycle and will be able to con-
textualise the use of our two concepts throughout respective phases in the policy cycle.

Although policymakers increasingly base their policies on research findings, still a
discrepancy exists between the use of concepts in the academic literature and their use
in policy documents. Where the former is based on transparent analysis, the latter is
much more based on the political usability of concepts by politicians (Daviter 2015).

However, policies sometimes end up being more than a response to specific problems
and become performative in a so-called policy paradigm that could be defined as “[…] a
framework that goes beyond the goals of a policy and the attained instruments of that
policy, by specifying the very nature of the problems they are meant to be addressing”
(Hall 1993).

A policy paradigm is powerful, because it impacts the policy actors’ view of the world
and acts as a lens through which policymakers view the world and is therefore essential in

Figure 1. Policy cycle (after Howlett et al., 1995).
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identifying problems and relevant solutions (Carstensen 2015). This could imply that
specific coherent combinations of concepts in a policy paradigm become self-explanatory
and self-fulfilling, which means they need to be analysed carefully.

3. Methodology

As argued above, policies are best understood if they are studied as an integral part of a
policy cycle. Therefore, this paper analyses both concepts and their relationship during
each stage of the policy cycle by looking at a wide variety of policy-related documents
from the European Parliament’s public register. This online database contains more
than 600,000 policy-related documents produced or received by the European Parliament
(‘Document Search Page’ n.d.). Unfortunately, this breadth also has a downside, because
it encompasses documents that focus on all aspects of the European Union; from techni-
calities related to the implementation of EU law to questions from citizens received by the
European Parliament. Therefore, a random sample of the whole database is not useful,
because research shows that co-creation and social innovation are used in specific
contexts.

Subsequently, to answer the first sub-question and explore how social innovation and
co-creation has developed over time in EU policy-related documents, two single queries
with “social innovation” and “co-creation” have been carried out on all available English
documents from the public register with an end date of 31/12/2018. These queries pro-
vided insight into the frequency of the use of both concepts throughout the years. Sec-
ondly, after this more quantitative analysis, all the documents that contain “social
innovation” or “co-creation” have been categorised thematically by year, using the
topic filters set by the European Parliament. This categorisation provided insight into
the use of both concepts in specific themes throughout the years.

As described above, in academic literature both concepts developed in different con-
texts and were more widely used in roughly the last decade. Our quantitative analysis and
thematic categorisation of all policy-related documents corroborated this, and we were
also able to distinguish between separate emergence and wider use phases for both con-
cepts. To be able to analyse the relationship between social innovation and co-creation,
we subsequently selected 50 documents using a stratified random sampling strategy
that takes the use of the concepts in their emergence and take-off phase into account
and also the use of both concepts in specific thematic contexts. We were looking for a
cross section of all the documents, but keeping the model of the policy cycle in mind,
we focused relatively more on documents in the emergence phase and on documents
that included themes that were rapidly used more. This allowed us to study the emergence
of both concepts in different contexts and their use throughout the policy cycle.

Following the selection of 50 policy documents, a first batch of 15 documents has been
analysed using qualitative ATLAS.ti software. At first, these documents were coded in
vivo, directly reflecting words and sentences from the documents. The codes were
regrouped into concepts and finally categorisations in four subsequent steps. In the first
step we recoded the in-vivo codes by summarising the text into a few words or themes.
After this step, the codes were re-arranged alphabetically, to decontextualise them. In
the next step, codes that emerged invivo more than once have been deleted or clustered
into more general codes. In the final stage, these general codes were regrouped into so-
called categorisations in a codebook (Figure 2) reflecting the in-vivo coding. This code-
book has been validated by randomly testing the categorisations on three formerly
coded documents. After the validation, the categorisations have been used to recode the
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first batch of 15 documents and the remaining documents. This analysis showed how
social innovation and co-creation developed over time in EU policy.

To answer the second sub-question, we analysed the co-occurrence of both concepts.
Building on the queries that were carried out to answer the first sub-question, we described
in which thematic topics or types of documents both concepts were mentioned and how
the frequency of this co-occurrence changed over time. By analysing the topics where
the concepts were mentioned, we were able to establish the context and internal coherence
of the co-occurrence of the concepts.

To answer the third sub-question, we analysed the documents in which both concepts
are used together more closely, by looking at the context of the documents, the changing
meaning of social innovation and co-creation, and the relation between the two concepts.
The analysis started with a fingerprint of the document, by highlighting the concepts that
are mentioned more than average within a document. This gave an indication of the most
important topics of the document.

After establishing this fingerprint, the documents have been compared by analysing
the relative use of categorisations in all the documents. To improve the validity of the
coding process, two documents that are nearly the same have been coded autonomously
and have been compared. The comparison of both fingerprints showed that these two
documents are nearly similar in regard to the more than average relative use of categor-
isations. Based on this, we concluded that our method is relatively robust, but differences
in the frequency of the categorisations are inherent to the personal and subjective use of
categorisations. However, this validity exercise corroborated our idea, derived from the
model of policy paradigms, that it is essential to focus more on the internal relations

Figure 2. Codebook.

Figure 3. Depiction of research methodology.
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between the categorisations within a document than to look solely at differences in the use
of categorisations between documents Figure 3.

To summarise, our combined internal and external qualitative analysis sheds a light on
the underlying assumptions of the interrelationship between the two concepts. We con-
clude by answering the question what the perceived added value of co-creation for
social innovation might be, based on our analysis.

4. Results

While research on social innovation and co-creation has mostly focused on the conceptual
development of one of these concepts in the academic literature(Ayob, Teasdale, and
Fagan 2016; Greenhalgh et al. 2016) or the application of one of these concepts (Oeij
et al. 2018; Voorberg 2017), we describe the emergence and use of both concepts and
their interconnectedness in EU policy.

4.1. Quantitative analysis of the use of social innovation and co-creation

An analysis of the use of the term “social innovation” in the European Parliament’s public
register revealed that a total of 2469 documents mention social innovation until the end of
2018. Our query revealed that the concept was used for the first time in a document that
discusses the Green Paper on Innovation. This green paper discusses a shift from techno-
logical development towards a broader focus on innovation in the EU (European Commis-
sion 1995). After that, we see a gradual increase of references to social innovation in EU
policy documents. In 2009, social innovation was used 24 times, but merely two years
later it was mentioned more than 200 times. In 2018, the final year of the analysis in
this paper, the concept was mentioned more than 400 times.

Co-creation has been mentioned in 339 documents until the end of 2018. The use of
co-creation follows roughly the same pattern as the use of social innovation. The first
use of the concept can be traced back to 1998 in a response to the Green Paper on the
Convergence of the Telecommunications, Media and Information Technology Sectors,
and the Implications for Regulation. This document discusses the future of these
types of communications (European Commission 1997). In the response to this green
paper, co-creation is only being mentioned once and is referring to a new approach
that includes consumers. After this, co-creation is used only once or twice a year
until 2011, is used around 10 times a year between 2012 and 2014 and, finally, its
use rose from 49 to 116 times a year in EU policy-related documents between 2015
and 2018.

Hence, the use of the terms “social innovation” and “co-creation” proliferated from the
first time these terms were mentioned until the end of 2018. Both follow a similar pattern:
first mentioned in a response to a green paper, a typical agenda-setting document from the
European Commission, both were used sparsely for a couple of years, and finally the use
of both concepts rapidly increased in the last decade.

However, we have to acknowledge that absolute numbers show only a part of the story,
as the total number of documents in the Public Register also rose sharply, especially after
the enlargement of the European Union in 2004. Subsequently, we also analysed the rela-
tive use of both concepts. This analysis confirms the described pattern of an increasing
occurrence of both concepts. Hence, based on the available data, we can distinguish a
long “emergence phase” for “social innovation” from 1995 till 2009 and an even longer
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one for “co-creation” between 1998 and 2014. During this phase the concepts were used
sparsely. We could also distinguish a “take-off phase” where the concepts of “social inno-
vation” and “co-creation” were used more intensively from respectively 2010 and 2015
onwards.

4.2. Thematic quantitative analysis of the use of “social innovation” and “co-
creation”

Both concepts have also been used more widely in different contexts. Although not all
documents in the public register have been tagged thematically by the European Union,
they do provide insight into the different types of topics where both concepts are
mentioned.

The 2469 documents containing “social innovation” between 1996 and 2018 were
tagged 4181 times. A closer look at these tags reveals that “social innovation” emerged
in documents that are tagged with “European Union” and “Social Questions”. Until
2006, the concept started to be used more widely in documents tagged with “Economics”,
“Production, Technology and Research”, and “Business and Communication”. Between
2006 and 2010, the concept became connected with topics like “Law”, “Geography”,
“Industry” and “International Relations”. In 2011-2012, the years that showed a rapid
rise in the use of the concept, “social innovation” also became connected with tags like
“Trade”, “Finance”, “Environment”, “Employment and Working Conditions” and “Poli-
tics”. In 2013, the use of the concept reached a saturation point and it has not been
used in new contexts in the analysed period.

However, if we focus on the topics that are used the most, we notice that the four tags
“European Union”, “Social Questions” “Economics”, “Employment and Working Con-
ditions” make up for more than 50% of all tags. Besides that, we also see that these
tags were used from quite early on and that in almost every year of our analysis these
four topics make up for more than 50% of the total tags of social innovation. This
implies that during the emergence phase, social innovation was conceived as a socio-econ-
omic concept with EU-wide implications and although it has been used more widely over
the years, it largely remained a concept that was used mostly in a socio-economic setting.

Co-creation is mentioned in 339 documents between 1998 and 2018 and these docu-
ments were tagged 278 times. Because of the smaller numbers, only two documents were
tagged between 1998 and 2010, it is more difficult to draw conclusions on the emergence
and wider use of “co-creation”. However, the data shows a wider use of the concept over
the years and it also shows that the concept is associated mostly with “Production, Tech-
nology and Research”, “Education and Communications”, “European Union” and to a
slightly lesser extent also “Social Questions” and “Economics”. However, the use of
specific tags is less distinctive than with the use of “social innovation”. For example,
the use of tags varies more over the years and the topics mostly associated with co-creation
change over the years. In line with the academic research mentioned above, the concept of
co-creation was apparently defined in a production and technology setting, but was not as
closely related to a specific topic as social innovation and emerged in different fields.

4.3. Contextual analysis of social innovation and co-creation

Both analyses showed that “social innovation” and “co-creation” were used more and
more widely. However, in order to understand the way these concepts were used, a
more in-depth analysis is essential. A first reading of the documents showed that both
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concepts are used, but never defined. However, by selecting, coding and analysing 50
documents we were able to contextualise the use of “social innovation” and “co-creation”
by looking at the co-occurrence of categorisations Figure 4.

Ten categorisations are mentioned in at least half of the total number of documents.
However, if we take a closer look at the occurrence of these categorisations in the two
emergence and two take-off phases of both concepts, we conclude that only the terms
“social dimensions”, “innovation” and “economy” are being used in at least half of the
documents. The co-occurrence of the first two categorisations with “social innovation”
in both the emergence and take-off phase may be explained by the fact that they are essen-
tially components of the concept of social innovation. The co-occurrence with economy
corroborates the findings from our previous analyses that both concepts are used mostly
in a socio-economic setting.

During both their emergence phases, “social innovation” and “co-creation” also share
the categorisations “inclusion of stakeholders” and “inclusion of end-users”. However,
during the emergence phase social innovation is being associated with five more categor-
isations and co-creation with none. Combined with our previous results, this implies that
“social innovation”was a broader and more inclusive concept in the emergence phase than
“co-creation”. It also implies that co-creation did not have a very specific profile and was
somehow overshadowed by the concept of social innovation. Probably because “social
innovation” was mentioned for the first time in a highly influential green paper that set
the agenda for a new, more inclusive, innovation policy, social innovation became part
of a new vision in EU policy. “Co-creation” was used in a much more focused green
paper and was not directly part of a new vision.

Interestingly, the take-off phases show the exact opposite. Based on the data, social
innovation is mentioned in shorter and more specific documents such as answers to
written questions and opinions. These documents are typically found further along the
policy cycle. This moving along the policy cycle is also reflected in the type of

Figure 4. Occurrence of categorisations in a sample of 50 EU policy-related documents that
contain Social Innovation or Co-creation or both. In bold are the categorisations that are mentioned
in at least half of the documents. The small dot represents the occurrence of categorisations during
the emergence phase and the large dot during the take off phase. The percentage is showing the
difference between the two phases.
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categorisations. For example, social innovation became more connected with “impact”,
which one would typically expect later in the policy cycle, and social innovation was,
for example, less connected with the term “interactions”. Both developments could indi-
cate that social innovation has become more specified as a concept and that apparently
“interactions” as a category was no longer part of this more solidified concept.

Our research further shows, that during the take-off phase, co-creation is men-
tioned with more categorisations such as "impact", "evaluation" and "value". As
was argued above, these categorisations are part of documents that reflect a later
phase in the policy cycle. Therefore, the use of these specific categorisations, the
association with more categorisations for co-creation in relation with less categoris-
ations for social innovation, and the rising association with for example interactions,
imply that “co-creation” slowly started to become more independent as a concept in
contrast to “social innovation”.

4.4. Co-occurrence of social innovation and co-creation in EU policy

To understand the relation between both concepts we turned our attention to documents
that mention both concepts. In our stratified strategic sample of 50 documents, there
are five documents that mention both concepts Figure 5.

These documents are all related to the Framework Programmes on Research and Inno-
vation, namely Horizon2020 and its successor Horizon Europe, and encompass the policy
cycle, by first establishing and after that evaluating Horizon2020 and using these results
for the formulation of the new Framework Programme. The documents share a number of

Figure 5. Characteristics of five documents that mention social innovation and co-creation.
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topics, which shows that they have a similar focus, such as business, production and inter-
national relations. However, apparently, the new Horizon Europe programme is
associated with more topics, which could mean that the new programme on Research
and Innovation will have an objective beyond research and innovation. Although both
concepts are not mentioned often in the documents, it is clear that social innovation is
mentioned less and co-creation is mentioned more, especially in the relatively short
draft opinion on Horizon Europe.

4.5. Analysing underlying assumptions in EU policy

The EU framework programmes are very large in budget and scope and our thematic
analysis corroborated this by highlighting that these programmes have been tagged by
the EU with a wide variety of thematic tags. Besides that, our qualitative data analysis
also shows that these documents cover almost all the different categorisations.

Ten categorizations can be found in each document. These encompass, besides our two
concepts, categorisations such as “beyond economy”, “impact”, “inclusion of end-users”,
“inclusion of stakeholders”, “innovation”, “based on knowledge”, “social dimensions”
and “value”. Not surprisingly, there is a strong coherence in all the documents on the Fra-
mework Programmes, especially if we contrast this with our former analysis of all the 50
documents, where the coherence was much more opaque.

A more detailed analysis reveals that only the categorisations “based on knowledge”
and “innovation” are used more than average in each document. This directly relates to the
focus of these programmes on research and innovation. Categorisations such as “impact”,
“inclusion of end users”, “social dimensions” and “social innovation” also score above
average in four out of five documents. As showed in prior analyses, social innovation
is often associated with social dimensions and the first two categorisations again empha-
sise the shift towards impact in these documents. Furthermore, the inclusion of

Figure 6. Use of categorisations within the 5 documents that mention social innovation and co-cre-
ation. The coloured fields represent a ‘more than average use’ within the documents. The totals rep-
resent the total percentage of the use of the categorisation in all the documents.
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stakeholders becomes more important in the upcoming Horizon Europe programme while
this was historically more associated with definitions of co-creation Figure 6.

Apart from this relative analysis, co-creation is mentioned more over time as a cat-
egory in the five policy documents. These findings suggest an increasing policy interest
in the relation between innovation, research with impact and the necessity of co-creating
knowledge with end-users and stakeholders.

To answer the third sub-question, that focuses on the underlying assumptions of both
concepts, we analysed the five documents that both mention co-creation and social inno-
vation in more detail by analysing the specific parts of these texts that have been cate-
gorised as “social innovation” and “co-creation”.

Interestingly, social innovation and co-creation are never mentioned together in the
five documents, but the most common categorisations that are linked to both of them
are mentioned together. In line with our previous analysis they are mostly linked in
parts of the documents that focus on impact.

The five documents are all part of a policy cycle related to research and innovation in
the European Union. The first document reveals that during the establishment of Horizon
2020 around 2013, some explicit amendments by the European Parliament were made to
include a social dimension of innovation. This evidences an increasing interest in the
development of the concept of social innovation. Besides that, new evaluation criteria
with social- and economic indicators were developed to be able to measure social dimen-
sions. Interestingly, during this phase, co-creation was still solely used in relation to con-
cepts such as inclusion and interdisciplinary research in contrast to the concept of co-
development, that was used more in relation to enterprises.

The first years of Horizon2020 have been evaluated in 2017. This evaluation focused
on the impact of the programme, that had ambitious objectives in the field of social inno-
vation, and also looked at the developed criteria and the interplay between industry and
academia. Interestingly, in this evaluation, social innovation and co-creation are not men-
tioned a lot throughout the text, but social innovation is explicitly mentioned in examples
of societal challenges that have been included in the first years of the Horizon2020 pro-
gramme. Co-creation is mentioned in relation to a dedicated programme that also
aimed to tackle specific societal challenges. This shows that both concepts became
more acquainted with impact and societal challenges.

In line with the ongoing character of policy cycles, the outcomes from the evaluation
of Horizon2020 were also incorporated in the successive Horizon Europe Framework Pro-
gramme. In the adapted amendments for Horizon Europe, social innovation and co-cre-
ation are more elaborated and become almost interlinked. Mainly because the
programme aims to […] better align the process of research and innovation and its out-
comes with the values, needs and expectations of European society. In addition, co-cre-
ation is introduced as an indicator for short-term impact. This is strong evidence for an
increasing interwovenness between societal impact and co-creation. This increasing inter-
wovenness is also suggested in an amendment from the European Parliament, where they
explicitly mention an involvement of citizens and civil society, instead of focusing only on
public outreach activities, as suggested by the European Commission.

Hence, a closer analysis of five documents that mention both co-creation and social
innovation reveals that both concepts became more interconnected in a policy that
focused on research and innovation. Both concepts were part of a solid framework of
ten categorisations throughout different types of policy documents, and even though the
concepts as such are never mentioned together in the documents, they are both closely
related to categorisations such as “impact” and ideas such as the inclusion of citizens in
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research. However, more importantly, we were also able to trace the role of both concepts
in these policies. During the Horizon2020 era, the concept of innovation became more
layered and associated with social dimensions. Social innovation therefore functioned
as a specification of the main concept of innovation. However, in the need for the evalu-
ation of this social innovation, new indicators were gradually developed within sub-
sequent documents that led to the formation of a new Framework Programme. Co-
creation became one of these new indicators of societal impact and therefore changed
from a descriptive concept into a prescriptive one.

6. Discussion

Our analysis of more than 600,000 documents from the EU public register clearly shows
that between 1995 and 2018, social innovation and co-creation emerged in different areas,
were subsequently used more and more widely, and eventually became connected in an
EU policy on Research and Innovation. Apparently, this is in line with academic literature
on the emergence and changing definitions of social innovation and co-creation (Green-
halgh et al. 2016; van der Have and Rubalcaba 2016), and the use of the concepts in
the public sector (Oeij et al. 2018; Voorberg, Bekkers, and Tummers 2015).

To understand the relation between social innovation and co-creation, academic litera-
ture tends to focus on the changing definitions of these concepts over time. However, as
noticed above, definitions of these concepts are mostly absent in policy documents. There-
fore, to understand changes in a large set of “raw” policy documents that are ultimately
focused on addressing challenges and not so much on defining concepts, we first explored
the concept, meaning and implementation of policies by introducing concepts such as
policy cycle, political usability and policy paradigm.

By applying the concept of policy cycle to a large dataset, we were able to track the
journey of social innovation and co-creation through the different phases of the policy
cycle. On a superficial level, the journeys appear to be quite similar but a few years
apart. Both concepts emerged respectively in 1995 and 1998 in documents closely
related to the agenda setting phase and were subsequently used more widely in similar
policy-formulating, decision-making, implementing and evaluating documents. Both
social innovation and co-creation also have a clear emergence phase and a take-off
phase that started roughly 15 years after the first emergence of the concepts and finally
became connected in the Framework Programmes on Research and Innovation.

However, our analysis also showed that both concepts emerged in different contexts
and were perceived quite differently. Social innovation was part of a new key concept
within the EU and became used very widely, but because of that also lost some of its
meaning. Co-creation however, was originally introduced as an example to include
end-users in a process, but became connected with normative categorisations such as
impact, evaluation and value and therefore politically more usable (Daviter 2015).

We also noted in our analyses that social innovation and co-creation are bothmentioned
in two Framework Programmes on Research and Innovation (Horizon 2020 and Horizon
Europe) and became associated with specific concepts, such as impact or inclusion of
end users. On a superficial level, this cluster of associated concepts that have a specific
objective (impact) and specific means (co-creation with end users) shows similarities
with the concept of “policy paradigm” that has recently been redefined as

[…] a set of coherent cognitive and normative ideas intersubjectively held by people in a
given policy community about the nature of reality, social justice and the appropriate role
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of the state, the problem that requires public intervention, policy ends and objectives that
should be pursued, and appropriate policy “means” to achieve those ends. (Daigneault 2015)

Although Daigneault explicitly states that a strict distinction must be kept between
policies and policy paradigms, the data from our extensive policy analysis suggests that
from 2017, a new policy paradigm might be developing, in which social innovation,
co-creation and impact are combined into a coherent set of ideas.

Our analyses showed that social innovation and co-creation became connected via the
concept of impact, assumedly around the time the Horizon2020 programme was evaluated
for the first time. Because this evaluation made it clear that it was difficult to track the
desired progress in overcoming societal challenges, it became essential to first define pro-
gress with the concept of impact. This impact became the objective of social innovation,
that previously was more defined in terms of societal challenges. However, to be able to
track this progress, indicators such as the increasingly normative and positive concept of
co-creation were explicitly mentioned when the Horizon Europe programme was
established.

This specific constellation of social innovation, co-creation and impact appears to be
ideational and normative, pertains to dimensions on the level of the addressed problem
(social innovation that is closely related with societal challenges), the objective of over-
coming these societal challenges (via impact) and appropriate means to achieve this objec-
tive (by co-creation).

Although a more detailed and longitudinal analysis would provide more in-depth
insights, our results already suggest that these three concepts complement and constitute
each other and might become performative in an emerging policy paradigm. This could
lead to a situation in which co-creation no longer adds value to the concept of social inno-
vation, but is being reduced to an indicator that neglects the quality of the process of social
innovation as such.

7. Conclusion

In this paper we explored the potential of co-creation for social innovation in EU policy,
by answering three sub research questions on the use, interrelatedness and underlying
assumptions of these concepts in EU policy documents. By carefully analysing a large
online dataset and looking closely at a sample of 50 documents we showed that both con-
cepts were used more, in more different contexts and became connected by meaning in
Horizon 2020.

By interpreting these results in the light of the concept of policy paradigm, we were
also able to show that social innovation and co-creation in combination with impact
might qualify as an emerging policy paradigm. We also showed that the interrelatedness
of these concepts could be characterised as performative in policies on research and inno-
vation, because they almost create phenomena they are describing. This could potentially
hamper innovation, because the focus is more on the description of a process instead of the
newness as such.

We found that co-creation played an increasingly important role in Horizon2020 as the
necessary link between social innovation and impact and trickled down in the establish-
ment of the large framework programmes on research and innovation. Originally intro-
duced and used as an example of a process to include end-users, it transformed into an
indicator for societal impact and a critical criterion for successful social innovation.
Because of this, co-creation has become more or less incorporated into social innovation
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as a means, and has restored this eroded or too-widely-used concept to its original
meaning in connection with overcoming societal challenges and having an impact.
However, because co-creation has become an indicator for social innovation and is part
of an emerging policy paradigm that attaches meaning to reality in terms of co-creation,
impact and social innovation, there is a risk that co-creation becomes self-explaining and
self-fulfilling and will lose its meaning eventually. Therefore, we suggest that the concepts
of social innovation and co-creation need to be operationalised more in EU policy. This
will ensure more focus and subsequently a better use of both concepts. Besides that, we
also recommend to evaluate the actual activities of co-creation as an indicator for good
co-creation and subsequently social innovation.

Future research could focus on investigating how this policy paradigm around co-cre-
ation, social innovation and impact develops over time and analyse the influence of co-
creation on policies and the implication of these policies on for example funded projects.
To conclude, we also believe that our suggestions could be implemented in new EU pol-
icies. This will enhance future policies and stimulate new forms of social innovation and
co-creation.
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